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A Comparative Study of Teacher Utterances in 
Head Start Classrooms 
H ead Start, the most enduring pro-gram from President Lyndon Baines Johnson's war on poverty, its celebrating its 38th anniversary 
this year. Ironically, 2003 is also the beginning 
of the School Readiness Act, which is seen by 
many educators as the dismantling of a 40-
year commitment to at-risk preschoolers in 
the United States (ADVANCE, 2003). The act 
establishes new goals and standards that fo-
cus on quality and teacher experience, while 
allowing an eight-state volunteer pilot pro-
grarh that detractors say will give under-
funded states license to experiment with a 
proven program, to the detriment of the stu-
dents who need this kind of help. 
The early 1960s are remembered as a time 
of great optimism for the Head Start pro-
gram. Waldman (1990) described Head Start 
as "the one Big Government socialprogram 
everyone is allowed to like" (p. 48). Green-
berg (1990) recalled how Sargent Shriver 
"ebulliently imbued" others at the Office of 
Educational Opportunity with the belief that 
millions of middle class people were ready 
to throw themselves into the task of "eradi-
cating poverty in their backyards" (p. 45). 
Head Start was touted as education's an- 
swer to the problems of the poverty class 
(Zigler & Styfco, 1994). It has grown to more 
than 2,400 programs nationwide, serving 
more than 920,000 preschool-aged children, 
or 60 percent of eligible children. Its annual 
budget is $6.6 billion (Angelo, 2002). 
Alas, poverty has not been eradicated, 
and it has been reported that the children 
nurtured through Head Start programs 
have not shown anticipated academic gains 
(Gallagher, 2000; Meier, 1978; Washington 
Monthly, 1989). 
The,population served by Head Start is 
more diverse. In an address to the National 
Head Start Association this year, Sen. Christ 
Dodd reported that 250,000 of the children 
served by Head Start do not speak English 
as their first language. More than 70,000 
children in the program have a speech or 
language delay, and 20 percent of the Head 
Start population have witnessed or experi-
enced violent crime or domestic violence. 
In the area of early childhood, the critical 
need remains to assure that poor children 
come to school prepared to learn (Uffen, 
2002). As a result, Head Start programs re-
main a permanent part of the educational 
landscape, identified as a major vehicle  
through which learning and school readi-
ness can be accomplished and reauthorized 
by Congress with expanded program stan-
dards regarding literacy, language and nu-
meracy. 
It is appropriate to review Head Start pro-
grams periodically to evaluate their effec-
tiveness in giving low-income children and 
non-English background children support 
in language acquisition as language skills 
undergird all other achievements, including 
general literacy, mathematics and science. 
Whether or not Head Start programs truly 
provide children in lower socio-economic 
levels with an academic or social head start 
is still a controversial issue (Dodd, 2003; 
Waldman, 1990; Sigler & Styfco, 1994; Hood, 
1973). A report from the Silver Ribbon Panel 
sponsored by the National Head Start Asso-
ciation suggested future research efforts ex-
plore such issues as effects of quality 
variables, particularly those related to 
staffing (Greenberg, 1990). 
In an effort to identify important linguis-
tic variables that might emerge as influen-
tial in determining the success of preparing 
young children for the school experience, 
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by_Head Start teachers as they verbally in-
t:aided with children in their classrooms. 
Considerable data are available that indi-
cate teachers generally monopolize language 
activities in their classrooms. For example, 
Dunkin-and Biddle (1974) point out that 
"teacher talk" dominates the typical class-
room both in frequency and in amount. Caz-
den (1988) estimates that teachers usually talk 
two-thirds of the time in the typical class-
room. An important variable to study would 
be the quality of these verbal utterances. 
Little data exist relative to the type of ver-
bal statements Head Start teachers use in 
their classrooms. We wondered whether 
these teachers tend to facilitate or impede 
child language development by the way 
they use language in their classrooms. 
In one of the few studies that shed some 
light on qualitative features of language, the 
target populations were teachers in tradi-
tional preschool programs and teachers of 
children enrolled in special education pro-
grams (Lynch, Widley & Johnson (1988). The 
teachers tended to discourage language in-
terchange with children by monopolizing 
language activities and asking narrow ques-
tions—answered with one or two words—
that limit children's verbal output. 
We wanted to analyze the language be-
haviors of Head Start teachers and compare 
them with language activities of teachers de-
scribed by Lynch et al. The question we 
posed was how do the language behaviors of 
Head Start teachers compare with the behav-
iors of teachers investigated in that study. 
Random samples of 12 classes were se-
lected from 120 classes in the North Florida 
District Head Start Program. Four of the 
classes were situated in a rural area, and 
seven were located in urban areas. The 200 
children enrolled in the dozen classes 
resided in low socio-economic communi-
ties. The children, ages 3-5, attended classes 
one half-day a week. The mean number of 
children per classroom was 18 (range=13 to 
20), the mean number of African American 
children per classroom was 14.63 (range=4 
to 19), and the mean number of white chil-
dren was 1.9 (range=0 to 9). 
All of the teachers were women. Eleven 
were African Americans, and one was white. 
Their teaching experience ranged from one 
to 22 years. Prerequisites for obtaining a 
teaching position were a high school educa-
tion and participation in the Head Start 
training program. Teachers were expected to 
attend biannual workshops designed to 
meet their needs based upon assessment 
data. Among the topics covered were appro-
priate learning activities, behavior manage-
ment, child development and effective 
teaching strategies. All of the teachers were  
required to follow activities as outlined in 
the Head Start guidelines (Hubbell, 1983). 
Once every two months a consultant to 
the Head Start program visited each class-
room for at least an hour. The purpose of 
this visit was to provide assistance to the 
teachers, answer questions, and offer sug-
gestions to improve the program. During 
the visitations to the 12 selected programs, 
a 24-year-old female consultant placed a 
miniaturized tape recorder in her lap as she 
sat near the teacher who conducted the 
group discussion session. The consultant 
had obtained permission to record the ses-
sion, but the teachers were unaware which 
session would be recorded. The mean 
length of the 12 sessions was 19 minutes 
(range=17 to 20 minutes). ,!:_. 
During the early morning dismission ses-
sions, teachers usually sat in a chair in front 
of and above the children who ware seated 
on a rug. During this time, the teachers pre-
sented their lessons, which typically con-
sisted of calling roll, identifying the date, 
reviewing dates of children's birthdays, re-
viewing addresses and phone numbers, de-
scribing the weatherysinging, listening to 
phonograph records, reading stories, pre-
senting new information, and/or reviewing 
information given in previous classes. The 
activities presented during all 12 observa-
tion periods conformed to this format. 
Within two weeks following each record-
ing, the consultant prepared a written script 
of the session. A second observer prepared a 
script from the first two minutes of each ses-
sion and compared it with the original 
script. Agreement between observers was 
100 percent. 
These transcripts formed the basis for de-
termining the teachers' language usage. The 
six-utterance classification scheme that 
Lynch et al. adapted from Flanders (1970) 
was used to classify each teacher's utter-
ance. The classification scheme consisted of 
the following categories: E 
• provide information, 
• give directions, 
• provide a positive statement, 
• provide a negative statement, 
• ask a broad question, and 
• ask a narrow question. 
We added a seventh class in order to in-
clude unclassified utterances that did not fit 
into any of the six categories. 
An utterance was defined as a word or 
group of words used to express a single idea 
or concept. For example, the statement 
"Tuesday comes after Monday" was scored 
as one utterance (information category). The 
statement "Wind, good, give him a big 
hand" was scored as two utterances: posi-
tive statement and direction category. The  
statement "Seven, very good Tonika; you 
got it right" was scored as one utterance 
(positive statement). 
Three senior undergraduate college stu-
dents, who had been enrolled in at least two 
child language courses, were trained to clas-
sify utterances according to the six-utterance 
classification system. The students independ-
ently rated each of the 1,809 teacher utter-
ances. In cases where disagreement occurred 
among the evaluators, the authors decided 
how the utterance in question should be clas-
sified. Utterances falling into each class were 
summed for each teacher. 
The frequencies of each teacher's utter-
ances occurring in each of the seven com-
munication categories were tabulated. Data 
from one classroom were omitted because 
the teacher's lesson consisted of playing 
phonograph records during most of the 20-
minute period sampled. She produced only 
25 utterances during the session. 
The number of utterances produced by 
each teacher in each Of the categories as 
well as the means and standard deviations 
for each category are shown in Table 1. The 
number of utterances in each category were 
listed from highest to lowest: information 
head start continued on page 18 
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giving (530), narrow questions (477), direc-
tion giving (367), positive statements (225), 
negative statements (122), broad questions 
(45), and unclassified (43). 
Utterances in three categories made up 
three-fourths of all utterances spoken. The 
categories were providing information (29 
percent), asking narrow questions (26 per-
cent), and giving directions (20 percent). 
This finding was congruent with the results 
of the two teacher groups of Lynch et al. 
The Head Start teachers asked narrow 
questions 10.6 times more often than they 
asked broad questions. Two teachers asked 
almost as many broad questions as the other 
nine teachers combined. Only 29 percent of 
the teacher utterances were directed toward 
categories requiring a student response 
(narrow and broad questions), thus the ma-
jority of teacher utterances required no stu-
dent response. 
Seven teachers provided positive utter-
ances more frequently than negative utter-
ances. Two of the teachers provided more 
negative utterances than positive ones, and 
two teachers provided about equal numbers 
of positive and negative utterances. 
A Chi-square analysis was used to deter-
mine whether the utterances spoken by the 
teachers differed in the relative distribution 
from those uttered by those studied by 
Lynch et al. The analysis yielded a signifi-
cant difference between Head Start teachers 
and the special education early childhood 
teachers [X2(5)=116.8, p<.0011 as well as the 
teachers in traditional private nursery 
schools [X2(5)=141.1, <.0011. 
In an examination of the data comparing 
the utterances by teachers of special educa-
tion programs and teachers in traditional 
nursery school programs with teachers in 
the Head Start program, the largest differ-
ences appeared in the number of broad  
questions asked and the number of negative 
responses given. While the Head Start 
teachers asked far fewer broad questions 
(M=45 for Head Start teachers compared to 
the means of the other two teacher groups, 
M=123 and 145), the Head Start teachers 
provided far more negative responses 
(M=122) than the special education teachers 
(M=63) or the teachers of traditional pre-
school programs (M=39). 
The other outstanding difference oc-
curred in the area of giving directions. Head 
Start teachers devoted far more utterances 
(M=267) in the giving directions category 
than did the teachers of special education 
groups (M=223). Only a slight difference 
was noted in this area when the number of 
utterances of Head Start teachers (M=367) 
was compared with the number of utter-
ances given by teachers in the traditional 
preschool program (M=343). 
Lynch et al. used the term "verbal domi-
nation" to characterize the language behav-
ior of the teachers they studied, who used a 
linear rather than a reciprocal instructional 
approach. That expression appears to be 
quite appropriate to describe most utterances 
used by the Head Start teachers we studied. 
Cazden (1988) feels reciprocal instruction 
or real discussion in the classroom is quite 
rare, and the teacher's use of frequent ques-
tioning techniques and the fast pace of les-
son interactions foil discussion in the 
classroom. According to a research review 
by Labercane and Hunsberger (1991), teach-
ers are somewhat more likely to suppress 
than to facilitate the use of oral language in 
the classroom. Almost universally, teachers 
ask questions to which they invariably 
know the answers. There is little attempt to 
engage children in discussions that stimu-
late creative communication that includes 
decision-making, risk-taking and imagina- 
tion (Hood, 1973). 
This lack of effective communication ex-
change between teacher and children was a 
good characterization of the verbal interac-
tion in the Head Start classrooms we stud-
ied. There seemed to be little enthusiasm or 
excitement in the verbal exchanges between 
the children and teachers. 
The central theme of Head Start programs 
should be aimed at encouraging children to 
participate in active learning, exploration 
and involvement rather than academic tu-
toring, Greenberg (1990) maintains, writing, 
"Where, sadly, our society seems almost al-
ways to bog down is between the tiny model 
project and its large-scale replication" (p. 51). 
This discrepancy is seen clearly in the 
samples of language interaction between 
Head Start teachers and children discussed 
here. While the Head Start philosophy rec-
ommends intellectually stimulating, mind-
expanding, nonacademic play and projects, 
very few of these activities were observed in 
the child-teacher language interchanges in 
the Head Start classrooms we observed. 
It was surprising to find such a large per-
centage of narrow questions (26 percent) 
asked by the Head Start teachers in this 
study and how few broad questions were 
asked (3 percent). Thirty percent of the ut-
terances by the special education teachers in 
the Lynch et al. study consisted of narrow 
questions, the researchers found, and the 
traditional early childhood teachers asked 
narrow questions in 21 percent of their ut-
terances. The data from teachers in the 
Head Start program resemble the data 
found in the special education classes more 
closely than the data recorded from the tra-
ditional early childhood classes. Broad 
questions were asked by the special educa-
tion teachers 6 percent of the time and by 
the traditional teachers 7 percent of the 
guest editorial continued from page 4 
awareness effort geared toward students 
in grades K-12. 
In addition, the network has formed on-
going collaborative relationships with the 
AMA and the American Hospital Associa-
tion (AHA). 
The sky is the limit for HPN. This dy-
namic group is constantly reviewing and 
revising its next steps. It receives an in-
creasing number of invitations to collabo-
rate with other organizations and advocacy 
groups. The most recent meeting was last 
month in Dallas, TX, where speakers rep-
resenting the Government Relations Divi-
sion of the Association of American 
Medical Colleges and the Health Occupa-
tions Students of America opened doors 
for new relationships. 
HPN is forging inroads in the political 
arena by nominating members to sit on 
several review committees. The network is 
monitoring several important pieces of 
health care legislation in various stages of 
development. President Bush has pro-
posed serious federal budget cuts to allied 
health education, and HPN is encouraging 
members to contact their representatives 
to restore those funds. HPN is interested in 
any activity that promotes the awareness 
of allied health professions or contributes 
to the future workforce. 
All professional organizations should 
participate in HPN. The larger the list of 
participants, the louder our voice will be. 
Through HPN's efforts, more young 
people will realize there is more to health 
care than being a doctor or nurse. Expos-
ing young people to our core curricula 
may better prepare them in choosing an al-
lied health profession. q 
Michele Denomme is an external liaison to the 
Health Professions Network. For more informa- 
tion, visit the HPN Web site at www.health 
pronet.org . 
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time. If children are asked broad or open-
ended questions only 3 percent of the time, 
it would be similar to the condition Harste, 
Woodward and Burke (1984) called a "ver-
bal strait jacket." At times this appeared to 
be an apt description of the teacher-child in-
teraction we studied. 
Whitehurst, Falco, Lonigan et al. (1988) 
trained parents of 21- to 35-month-old chil-
dren from middle socioeconomic status 
families to increase their rates of asking 
open-ended questions. When incorporated 
by the parents of young children, this be-
havior and others show an increase in the 
expressive language behavior of their chil-
dren, the researchers found. 
We strongly recommend teachers of Head 
Start children be encouraged to reconsider 
their roles as language facilitators in the 
Head Start program. Clearly, providing in-
formation is an important function teachers 
must perform; but perhaps even more im-
portant is the teacher's ability to use natu-
ralistic language exchange and other 
scaffolding strategies to engage Head Start 
children in increased periods of talking with 
the experience of high-quality engagement. 
It would be interesting to ask the two 
teachers in our study who asked almost as 
many broad questions as all the other teach-
ers combined why they used this verbal 
strategy. If it can be determined this ques-
tioning technique yields a positive effect on 
the children, perhaps teachers who use these 
questioning techniques could be trained to 
conduct workshops for their peers. 
McBride and Schwartz (2003) studied the 
effects of teacher training that used activity-
based intervention during instruction of stu-
dents in early childhood special education. 
Increases in the rate of instruction were not 
noted until teachers had received training on  
specifically how to organize and implement 
instructional trials using a discrete trials 
method, they reported. The researchers sur-
mised instruction can be related to how 
teachers organize and conduct an instruc-
tional trial. The teachers used hands-on 
practice, coaching and individual feedback 
with their students in special education. Spe-
cific, targeted instructional objectives were 
selected and planned. Interestingly, this 
strategy is related to how curriculum is 
aligned and presented by regular and spe-
cial education teachers in the public school 
arena. It is critical to note that staff develop-
ment issues also must focus on factors that 
influence how teachers plan for instruction 
and remediation. q 
References 
ADVANCE for Speech-Language Pathologists & Au-
diologists. (2003). House passes Head Start bill: 
Similar legislation planned in Senate, 13 (31): 20. 
Angelo, J.M. (2002). Proposed Head Start 
changes being met with skepticism. In Govern-
ment Spotlight, accessed via www.DistrictAd 
ministration.com . 
Carlton, M.P., Winsler, A.. (1999). School readi-
ness: The need for a paradigm shift. School Psy-
chology Review, 28: 338-52. 
Dodd, C. (2003). Speech presented at National 
Head Start Association Hearing, accessed via 
www.senate.gov/Speeches.  
Ediger, M. Have we tried everything possible in 
education? Education, 116 (4), 593-97. 
Gallagher, J.J. (2000). The beginnings of federal 
help for young children with disabilities. Topics in 
Early Childhood Special Education, 20 (1), 3-6. 
Greene, S. (2004). The federal government: sup-
porting children's success. In G.S. Morrison, Early 
Childhood Education Today, 9th Ed., (pp. 194-221). 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Merrill Prentice Hall. 
Justice, L.M., Ezell, H.K. (2002). Use of story- 
book reading to increase print awareness in at-risl 
children. American Journal of Speech-Languag, 
Pathology, 11: 21-29. 
Kagan, J. (2002). Empowerment and education 
Civil rights, expert-advocates, and parent politic! 
in Head Start, 1964-1980. Teachers College Record 
104 (3): 516-62. 
McBride, B.J., Schwartz, I.S. (2003). Effects o 
teaching early interventionists to use discrete tri 
als during ongoing classroom activities. Topics it 
Early Childhood Special Education, 23 (1): 5-13. 
Mitchener-Colston, W.K. (1996). Assessment 
intervention, and pedagogical issues with older 
African American children and youth. In A.G 
Kamhi, K.E. Pollock & J.L. Harris, Communica-
tion Development and Disorders in African Ameri 
can Children (pp. 333-50). Baltimore: Broc 
Publishing Co. 
Rowell, E.H. (1998). A letter a week, a stoi y a 
day, and some missed opportunities along the 
way: A study of literacy in prekindergarten 
classes, Child Study Journal, 28 (3): 201-22. 
Stockman, I., Schrader, T. (1999). The concept of 
a minimal competence core shows assessment 
promise. Asha, 41 (4): 50-51. 
Uffen, E. (2002). Nancy A. Creaghead: A profes-
sional of many facets. ASHA Leader, 1: 4-13. 
Woodhead, M. (1998). Quality in early child-
hood programmes: A contextually appropriate 
approach. International Journal of Early Years Edu-
cation, 6 (1): 5-13. 
Zill, N., Resnick, G., Kim, K., et al. (2001). Lon-
gitudinal findings on program performance, third 
progress report. Administration on Children, 
Youth, and Families. Child Care Bureau. ERIC. 
Denis Newman, PhD; Nola Radford, PhD; and 
Mary Anne Nericcio, PhD, are on faculty in the 
Department of Communication Sciences and 
Disorders at the University of Texas Pan Ameri-
can in Edinburg. Dr. Newman can he contacted 
by e-mail at Wombatl@panam.edu . 
www.adVarICE'web. Com October 27, 2003 I advance for Speech-Language Pathologists & Audiologists 	 19 
View publication stats
